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PROJECT CHECO REPORTS

The counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare environment of Southeast
Asia has resulted in the employment of USAF airpower to meet a multitude of
requirements. The varied applications of airpower have involved the full
spectrum of USAF aerospace vehicles, support equipment, and manpower. As a
result, there has been an accumulation of operational data and experiences that,
as a priority, must be collected, documented, and analyzed as to current and
future impact upon USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fortunately, the value of collecting and documenting our SEA experiences
was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hq USAF directed CINCPACAF to
establish an activity that would be primarily responsive to Air Staff require-
ments and direction, and would provide timely and analytical studies of USAF
combat operations in SEA,

Project CHECO, an acronym for Contemporary Historical Examination of
Current Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement. !Managed
by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7AF/13AF, Project CHECO provides a
scholarly, "on-going" historical examination, documentation, and reporting on
USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in PACOM. This CHECO report is part of
the overall documentation and examination which is being accomplished. Along
with the other CHECO publications, this is an authentic source for an assess-
ment of the effectiveness of USAF airpower in PACOM.

MILTON B. ADAMS, Major General, USAF
Chief of Staff
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FOREWORD

This report briefly covers the tactical situation in the Ben Het area
during May and June 1969--the enemy threat and the Allied defense. It describes
USAF operations in the defense of Ben Het in detail, largely as seen through
the eyes of those involved, along with the problems encountered and lessons

learned.




INTRODUCTION

Airpower has played a critical role in the defense of isolated Special
Forces/Civilian Irregular Defense Group (SF/CIDG) camps in South Vietnam.
Previous CHECO Spéciai Reports have addressed the use of tactical air in the
defense of such camps ét Plei Me in 1965, A Shau in 1966, and Lang Vei and Kham
Duc in 1968. The overall tactical air role in camp defense was examined in a
Special Report entitled "USAF Support of Special Forces in SEA", published on
10 March 1969.

A11 of these reports include a central theme--airpower was essentially the
only reinforcement available in most cases. It denied the enemy a victory. The
situation at Ben Het in June 1969 followed the recurring theme--once again air-

power held off the enemy, in this instance until he ended the siege and withdrew

The Ben Het SF/CIDG Camp, located about eight miles due west of Dak To 1n
Kontum Province, was surrounded by the Viet Cong/North Vietnamese Army (VC/NVA)
during May and June 1969. In May, Army of Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) troops had
been in the hills around the camp, actively seeking out the enemy and engaging
in a number of fire fights. Then, in early June, the ARVN forces drew back into
population centers nearby and the VC/NVA closed in on Ben Het. The South Viet-
namese did not counterattack and the siege tightened. In previous situations
such as this, American troops had rushed to the relief of the beleaguered instal-
lations, but at Ben Het they did not, because it Tay in an Area of Operation
(AO) recently turned over to ARVN. The U.S. commanders did not want to give
credence to the view that South Vietnamese could not or would not cope with the
VC/NVA. Further, the tactic of using airpower to defend an isolated camp was a
standard one that reduced friendly casualties by using ordnance instead of troops

X1




to destroy a massed enemy.

The latter Allied tactic of using firepower instead of manpower made a
spectacular news story: would the lonely and beleaguered outpost hold or fall?
Newspaper headlines can inflate an event far beyond its real significance. So
it was with Ben Het. Hard-pressed to find stories in an increasingly quiet war,
the newsmen had by 25 June discovered the situation west of Dak To. Reports of
a sensational nature referred to "the forgotten men of Ben Het", and charges
were repeated that those troops inside the camp were needlessly exposed, possibly
as "bait" for a trap. There was a widely-publicized complaint to members of

the U.S. Congress.

There were hints that the Americans connected with the defense of the
camp were disgusted with the South Vietnamese for not coming out and fighting.
The VC/NVA inflamed the situation by keeping Ben Het under attacks by fire (ABF)

and code-naming the siege "Dien Bien Phu".

By itself, however, the defense of Ben Het had no major impact on the war
in Vietnam, but it did offer a prime example of the useful effect of air assets.
This effort ranged through the entire spectrum of airpower--from B-52 strikes to
airlift--and viewed in the tactical sense, the effort was successful. In a
strategic sense, the use of air at Ben Het might have been a precursor of
things to come. Such employment of U.S. airpower could spell the difference

between victory and defeat in ARVN versus VC/NVA ground battles.
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CHAPTER I
THE SETTING

The Ben Het SF/CIDG Camp in western Kontum Province (Fig. 1) was one of
the favorite enemy targets in the II Corps Tactical Zone (CTZ) since its
construction in 1968. Located on the perimeter of the enemy Base Area 609, the
camp sits astride Route 512, a major infiltration route leading in-country from
the tri-border area.l/

Prior to May 1969, there had been indications that the VC/NVA were pre-
paring a country-wide offensive. One of these was a general lack of contact
with the enemy, and it was judged that VC/NVA were building up men and supplies.
There were intelligence reports to confirm the suspicions. One Allied agent
stated the enemy had held propaganda lectures in eastern II Corps urging the
people to prepare for large-scale fighting. Another report told of a meeting
held in a hamlet in Kontum Province, during which the VC/NVA bragged that four
of its regiments had moved into the area and would soon liberate it.gj

Although there were no specific dates reported, Allied intelligence predict-
ed that the enemy would initiate some sort of offensive activity in mid-May,
perhaps just prior to Ho Chi Minh's birthday on 19 May. The enemy's capability
to conduct attacks in western Kontum Province was noted, and some assessments
pointed directly to Ben Het/Dak To as the target.§/

Initially, the U.S. 4th Infantry Division had been operating in the high-
lands around Ben Het., In April, however, as part of a redeployment, the division

moved to the south and the responsibility for the area passed to the ARVN 24th

Special Tactical Zone (STZ), under the command of Col. Nguyen Ba Lien. Adhering

1



to the U.S. policy of continuing to provide support for ARVN ground units,
American artillery and engineers, along with U.S. Advisers, remained deployed
with ARVN forces in the Ben Het Camp and the surrounding areasfﬂ/ (App. II1.)
The responsibility for providing most of the air support for the 24th
STZ remained with the Free World Military Assistance Forces (FWMAF) system
under the direction of the Direct Air Support Center (DASC) Alpha. The Viet-

namese Air Force (VNAF) had its own system for air support under Il DASC at

Pleiku, but its contribution was minimal.

DASC Alpha, collocated with Headquarters, I Field Force Vietnam (FFV) at
Nha Trang, was keeping a continuing watch on the traditional infiltration routes
through the border areas in western Kontum Province. As early as February 1969,
7AF began a program to interdict these routes to vehicular traffic, making 1t
more difficult for the enemy to move men and supplies into South Vietnam from
Cambodia and Laos. The program, named the "Seventh Air Force Special Inter-
diction Program (SASI)", took in an area along the western border of South
Vietnam, from above the tri-border area and extending southward to a point west
of P]eiku.§/

The northern portion of the program, called SASI ZULU (Fig. 3), covered
most of the routes in the tri-border vicinity; specifically, those which direct-
1y menaced Ben Het/Dak To.§/ The Commanding General (CG), I FFV, directed that
targets in SASI ZULU receive priority during May, as the situation in the 24th
STZ was developing.Z/ The Director of DASC Alpha, Lt. Col. Thomas A. Crawford,

stated, "We worked pretty hard on the interdiction effort, for in March they
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(the VC/NVA) had used tanks against Ben Het...so we paid special attention to
8/
these roads...."
The CG, I FFV, noted in early June that he was satisfied with the progress
of the interdiction effort and reaffirmed that emphasis on the area west of
Ben Het should be continued. Accordingly, airstrikes in SASI ZULU remained con-
9

centrated around the tri-border area.

During June, the enemy had changed his tactics; he gave up trying to use
trucks in SASI ZULU. Reconnaissance noted very few attempts to repair craters
in the roads, and saw instead evidence of foot and pack animal traffic on the

South Vietnamese side of the border. Correspondingly, DASC Alpha ordered a
10/
change in tactics:

"When we saw that the roads were not being used, we
turned to the smaller secondary trails. We began to
harase and interdict the trails and footprints, during
night hours, using CS /riot control agents/ and CBU
[antipersonnel/ munitione at unpredictable times...."

By the end of June, 90 percent of the roads into the Ben Het area were con-
sidered to be interdicted to vehicular traffic. The II FFV,G-3 Air, located at

11/
DASC Alpha, explained:

"In the northern portion, Route 512, leading past

Ben Het, was cut in 24 places between the camp and

the Cambodian border...The next road, Bravo, showed

five interdictions and was impassable. The third

road, McElroy, had three cuts which were impassable....”

The total effect of the interdiction within SASI ZULU during the siege of

Ben Het did not allow the enemy to bring in armored vehicles, nor was he able
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to move supplies into the area by truck. The VC/NVA were forced to divert a
significant portion of available man power to resupply efforts by porter or

pack animals.




